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Abstract 
In Australia, international tourists/visitors are one of the highest risk groups for drowning at 
beaches. Swimming in patrolled areas, between the flags, reduces the risk of drowning with 
most drownings occuring outside these areas. There is a need to understand beliefs which 
influence the extent to which international tourists/visitors intend to swim between the flags. 
The theory of planned behaviour (TPB) and, in particular, the indirect beliefs which underpin 
constructs in the model, represent a means of determining what factors influence this 
intention.  The current study compared international visitors/tourists as having either low or 
high intentions to swim between the flags on a range of behavioural, normative, and control 
beliefs. A series of MANOVAs revealed significant differences between the groups in all 
three of the beliefs. The findings provide insight into potential foci for message content for 
use in educational campaigns aimed at keeping international visitors safe on Australian 
beaches. 
 
Introduction 
Australia, and particularly the state of Queensland, is renowned and marketed as the land of 
golden sands and rolling surf.  In fact, much of the imagery used in promotional activities 
suggests unlimited access to continuous stretches of unspoilt coastline.  It is not surprising, 
therefore, that visiting the beach is one of the most popular activities of international tourists 
and visitors (herein referred to as international visitors) to Queensland (Tourism and Events 
Queensland, 2014).  Unfortunately, however, international visitors are one of the highest risk 
groups for drowning when visiting Australian beaches.  
 
During the 2012/13 season, in Australia, there were 121 coastal drownings. Of these, 53% 
occurred at beaches and, of these beach drownings, 46% occurred less than 1 kilometre from 
the nearest lifesaving service.  Of those individuals who drowned, 36% were known to be of 
foreign ethnicity and 7% were international visitors (Surf Life Saving Australia, 2013).  In 
Queensland, in the same period, there were 8 beach drownings, all (male) visitors and all 
were outside the patrolled (or red and yellow flagged) areas.  Conversely, no lives were lost 
on Queensland beaches between the red and yellow flags (SLSQ, 2013).  These results 
reinforce previous research which has shown that the likelihood of being rescued and 
successfully resuscitated decreases with increasing distance from patrolled areas (Fenner, 
Harrison, Williamson and Williamson, 1995; Manolis and Mackie, 1988).  The 
aforementioned evidence highlights that surf safety is a significant issue for international 
visitors and that there is a need to understand the factors which influence international 
visitors’ likelihood of swimming between the flags. The current research aims to address this 
issue by examining key beliefs which influence international visitors’ intentions to swim 
between the flags.   
  
With tourism in Queensland expected to continue to grow, as well as swelling numbers for 
events such as the Commonwealth Games in 2018 (Tourism and Events Queensland, 2014), 
Queensland is well placed to lead the way in initiatives aimed at promoting surf safety to 
international visitors.  This paper aims to gain a better understanding of the key 
beliefs/motivations which influence international visitors’ intention to swim between the 
flags. By understanding such beliefs, this understanding will inform the development of the 
content of persuasive messages which may be used to reach this at-risk audience and 
ultimately to encourage them to adopt safer surf behaviour (i.e., swim between the flags).  A 
useful decision making model to understand the factors influencing a person’s decision to 
enact a behaviour such as swimming between the flags, is the Theory of Planned Behaviour.   
 
Theory of Planned Behaviour 
The Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) has been applied across various behaviours to 
understand the underlying beliefs which influence a person’s intention to behave in a 
particular way (Ajzen, 1991) including factors predicting individuals’ surf safety (White and 
Hyde 2010). According to the model, the most likely determinant of a person’s behaviour is 
their intention to perform it.  This intention is influenced by three constructs or direct 
influences; attitude, subjective norm, and perceived behavioural control (PBC). In addition, 
and of most relevance to the current paper, the TPB proposes that these direct constructs are 
determined by underlying, indirect beliefs (Ajzen, 1991). Attitude refers to how an individual 
evaluates a behaviour and it is underpinned by behavioural beliefs. Behavioural beliefs 
incorporate those aspects which may represent advantages or disadvantages of engaging in 
the behaviour. For instance, a perceived advantage of swimming between the flags for some 
individuals may be feeling safe while a perceived disadvantage may be feeling crowded.  
Subjective norms, or the extent to which one perceives that important others would approve 
of one engaging in a particular behaviour, are underpinned by normative beliefs (regarding 
the salient normative referents who may approve or disapprove of the behaviour). PBC 
relates to an individual’s perceived control they have over whether they engage in the 
behaviour. PBC is underpinned by control beliefs relating to the perceived barriers which 
prevent one’s engagement in the behaviour and perceived facilitators which may encourage 
the behaviour. For instance, perceived barriers may include the absence of flags or distance to 
travel to get to a patrolled beach. The value of this approach in terms of investigating the key 
beliefs underpinning behaviours and using the knowledge gained to inform persuasive 
communication messages has been demonstrated in regards to other health and injury-
prevention related behaviours (e.g., speeding; see Horvath, Lewis, & Watson, 2012; Lewis, 
Watson, White, & Elliott, 2013).  
 
The Current Study 
This paper will examine beliefs underpinning international visitors’ intentions to swim 
between the flags. To ensure an understanding of what it means to “swim between the flags”, 
participants were informed that the patrol flags referred to the “red and yellow flags that 
identify the area where is it safe to swim at the beach”.  In particular, we investigate the 
differences in the behavioural, normative, and control beliefs between individuals classified 
as either being of low or high intentions (to swim between the flags at the beach in the next 2 
weeks).  The purpose of the paper is to gain an understanding of significant differences in 
beliefs between low and high intenders in order to better inform the development of strategies 
(public education messages) to target those beliefs which influence behavioural enactment. 
Consistent with the TACT principle of the TPB (see Ajzen, 1991), the target behaviour was 
identified in relation to action, context, and time. Specifically, the target behaviour 
investigated was an individual’s intention to swim between the flags at the beach in the next 2 
weeks.  
 
  
Method 
Elicitation Study 
Prior to the main study, an elicitation study of the TPB beliefs was conducted with N = 32 
individuals (10 male, 22 females) aged between 18 and 61 years. Participants were recruited 
from and included English speaking Australian residents/visitors who had resided in 
Australia for more than 3 months, who could swim, and went to a patrolled beach on a 
regular basis.  The most common responses and most frequently occurring beliefs were used to 
form the belief-based TPB measures in the main questionnaire.   
Participant 
Ethical approval was granted from the university’s human research ethics committee.  Data 
was collected at beachside markets in South-East Queensland.  Participants were asked 
preliminary questions to establish eligibility.  Eligible participants were then informed about 
the study and invited to complete the questionnaire. Each participant received an AUD$5 
scratch-it.   
 
The final sample for whom data was analysed for this study involved N = 69 participants who 
self-reported their citizenship status as: Asian (n = 14), European (n = 14), North American 
(n = 10), South American (n = 2), New Zealand (n = 28), or Middle East (n = 1). In terms of 
gender and age of the sample, there were close to equal numbers of males and females with 
56.5% (n = 39) being female and the total sample’s age ranged from 18 to 64 years with a 
Mean age of 35.82 years (SD = 13.62 years)1.  
 
Measures  
The questionnaire assessed standard TPB items as specified by Ajzen (1991). The outcome 
measure of intention was measured by 3 items including, for example, “I intend to swim 
between the flags at the beach in the next 2 weeks”. The scale was reliable (Cronbach alpha = 
.90). These items were measured on a 7 point Likert scale from (1) strongly disagrees to (7) 
strongly agrees.  
 
For the beliefs, all items were measured on 7-point likert scales ranging from Extremely 
unlikely to Extremely likely (with a Not applicable option added in regards to the normative 
beliefs). Specifically, behavioural beliefs were measured by 5 items relating to the perceived 
advantages/ disadvantages of engaging in the behaviour including, for example, feeling safe 
and being crowded. The question stem was, “How likely is it that swimming between the 
patrol flags at a beach in the next 2 weeks would result in the following?”. Normative beliefs 
were measured by 4 items including normative referents of family members, 
partner/boyfriend/girlfriend, friends, and surf lifesavers. The question stem was, “How likely 
is it that the following individuals or groups of people would approve of your swimming 
between the patrol flags at a beach in the next 2 weeks?”. Control beliefs were measured by 7 
items assessing the perceived barriers of the behaviour, including absence of patrol flags and 
lack of knowledge about the location of the nearest patrolled beach. The question stem was, 
“How likely are the following factors to prevent you from swimming between the patrol flags 
at a beach in the next 2 weeks”.  
 
Results 
A series of MANOVAs were conducted to test the differences in behavioural, normative, and 
control beliefs between low and high intenders to swim between the flags at the beach in the 
                                                            
1 One respondent did not provide their age. 
next 2 weeks. Consistent with previous research which has investigated differences in the 
beliefs of low and high intenders of various behaviours (e.g., Horvath et al., 2012; Jimmieson 
et al., 2009), the independent variable was created using a median split on intentions to swim 
between the flags at the beach in the next 2 weeks thus generating a dichotomous variable of 
low (M = 4.23, SD = 1.53; n = 26) and high (M = 6.90, SD = .20; n = 41) intenders. It is noted 
that the mean intention score for those participants classified as the low intenders in this 
study was relatively high and above the midpoint of the 7-point Likert scale. The dependent 
variables for each of the MANOVAs were items in regards to (i) behavioural, (ii) normative, 
and (iii) control beliefs.  
 
Table 1 Low versus high intenders on behavioural, normative, and control beliefs 
Dependent variable 
Low 
intenders 
Mean (SE) 
High intenders 
Mean (SE) F Sig Partial η
2 
Behavioural beliefs 
Feeling safe 5.31 (.21) 6.69 (.17) 29.98 <.001 .30 
Being crowded 5.19 (.29) 5.64 (.24) 1.42 .237 .02 
Having someone look out 
for my safety 6.04 (.14) 6.69 (.12) 12.63 .001 .17 
Feeling limited in my 
choice of where to swim 4.69 (.37) 4.28 (.30) 0.73 .397 .01 
Swimming in a safer area 
(e.g., no rips or sharks) 6.00 (.16) 6.62 (.13) 8.61 .005 .12 
Normative beliefs 
Family members 4.31 (.47) 5.85 (.38) 6.56 .013 .09 
Partner/boyfriend/girlfriend 4.46 (.41) 6.15 (.34) 10.07 .002 .14 
Friends 4.46 (.37) 6.28 (.30) 14.52 <.001 .19 
Surf Lifesavers 5.04 (.36) 6.54 (.30) 10.30 .002 .14 
Control beliefs 
Absence of patrol flags 4.80 (.38) 5.54 (.32) 2.28 .136 .04 
Lack of knowledge about 
the location of the nearest 
patrolled beach 
5.12 (.34) 4.91 (.29) 0.21 .647 <.01 
Having to travel a long 
distance to a beach with 
patrol flags 
4.52 (.41) 3.88 (.35) 1.38 .244 .02 
Planning to swim for a 
short time only 4.32 (.38) 3.83 (.32) 0.97 .329 .02 
Planning to swim close to 
the shore only 4.84 (.36) 3.91 (.30) 3.89 .053 .06 
Laziness 4.20 (.36) 3.23 (.30) 4.28 .043 .07 
Better waves outside the 
patrol flags 3.56 (.33) 2.17 (.28) 10.65 .002 .16 
Calmer water outside the 
patrol flags 3.52 (.37) 2.63 (.31) 3.42 .069 .06 
* Significant at the adjusted alpha level. 
 
Behavioural beliefs. Wilks lambda revealed that there were significant differences between 
low and high intenders in relation to their behavioural beliefs, λ = .67, F(5,59) =  5.86, p 
<.001, partial η2=.33. Closer inspection of the univariate effects, as shown in Table 1, 
revealed that low intenders significantly differed from high intenders on three of the five 
behavioural beliefs (when evaluated with an alpha level of .01), such that high intenders were 
more likely to agree that swimming between the flags when at the beach in the next 2 weeks 
would be advantageous in terms of feeling safe(r), having someone look out for my safety, 
and to be swimming in a safer area (e.g., no rips or sharks) than low intenders.  
 
Normative beliefs. Wilks lambda revealed that there were significant differences between low 
and high intenders in relation to their normative beliefs, λ = .77, F(4,60) =  4.62, p =.003, 
partial η2=.24. Closer inspection of the univariate between-subjects effects, as shown in Table 
1, revealed that low intenders significantly differed from high intenders on all but one 
behavioural beliefs (when evaluated with an alpha level of .0125), such that low intenders 
were less likely to agree that a partner/girlfriend/boyfriend, friends, or lifesavers would 
approve of their swimming between the flags than high intenders. Of note, in regards to the 
fourth and final normative beliefs, family members, the difference between the groups 
approached significance at p = .013, and once again (albeit not significant at the reduced level 
of alpha), low intenders were less likely to agree that family members would approve of their 
swimming between the flags than high intenders.  
 
Control beliefs. Wilks lambda revealed that there were significant differences between low 
and high intenders in relation to their control beliefs (i.e., those factors which would prevent 
them from swimming between the flags at a beach in the next 2 weeks), λ = .73, F(8,51) =  
2.40, p =.028, partial η2=.03. However, closer inspection of the univariate effects, as shown 
in Table 1, revealed that there was only one difference which was significant (when evaluated 
with an alpha level of .00625). Specifically, low intenders were more likely to consider that 
there being better waves outside the patrol flags as a factor which would prevent them from 
swimming between the flags (at a beach in the next 2 weeks) than high intenders.  
 
Discussion and Limitations 
This study considered the underlying beliefs of international visitors in regards to their 
intentions to swim between the flags in an effort to better inform future surf safety messages 
targeted at this group. Overall, a number of significant differences were found between the 
beliefs of low and high intenders, thus, offering insight into motivations to target in 
persuasive safety messages. In particular, most differences emerged in relation to the 
behavioural and normative beliefs which were examined. These findings suggest that, in 
order to persuade low intenders (i.e., to persuade them into having higher intentions to swim 
between the flags), there may be value in messages promoting the advantages of swimming 
between the flags as well as messages which emphasise that important others would approve 
of this behaviour.  
 
In regards to behavioural beliefs, low intenders were less likely to consider feeling safe, 
having someone look out for my safety, and swimming in a safer area (e.g., no rips or sharks) 
as advantages of swimming between the flags relative to high intenders. Collectively, these 
findings suggest that high intenders appear more able to readily identify the positive 
implications for safety which are swimming between the flags offers. Thus, in order to 
increase this belief in low intenders surf safety messages could highlight the role of lifesavers 
in keeping people safe by choosing and patrolling the safest areas on the beach. It may be 
beneficial for messages to raise awareness of the dangers of swimming at the beach but, also 
highlighting how such risks can be reduced by knowing that life savers are there to keep a 
watch out for one’s safety and determining the safe(r) places to swim (e.g., no rips). This 
content implies that a fear-based message may be of assistance here in terms of first raising 
awareness of the risks of drowning when swimming in the surf but, then also accompanying 
this information with strategies about to keep oneself safe. A substantial body of research has 
shown the important persuasive role played by information provision/strategies with 
persuasive health messages (see Lewis et al., 2010, 2013).  
 
When considering normative beliefs, there were significant differences between low and high 
intenders on almost all beliefs regarding the key normative referent groups examined.  
Inspection of the mean scores indicated that low intenders were less likely than high intenders 
to believe that important others would approve of them swimming between the flags. Thus, a 
normative-based campaign appears warranted in which individuals are made aware of how 
not only those close to them such as partners and friends but, also surf life savers highly value 
the importance of one engaging in surf safety. A message may, for instance, depict the 
positive emotions associated with enjoying a safe day of swimming at the beach; the sharing 
of good, happy, and safe times with important others. An alternative approach which, while 
still targeting normative beliefs, may be a fear-relief message in which an individual is 
depicted as getting into trouble when swimming in the surf, thus raising feelings of fear; 
however, the individual is then assisted by a surf life saver thereby reducing fear and 
increasing feelings of relief. Acknowledging that Tourism Australia is keen not to scare 
international tourists from wanting to swim in the surf (Ballantyne Carr and Hughes, 2005), 
the key element of such fear-relief messages would be the inclusion of the key strategy to 
reduce risk, namely, swimming between the flags. As noted previously, the provision of 
strategies in an emotion-based persuasive message is crucial to enhancing acceptance yet 
minimising rejection (see Lewis et al., 2010, 2013). The inclusion of a key, effective strategy 
for ensuring surf safety would help individuals to focus on what they can do to help keep 
themselves safe.  
 
In some respects, the results regarding the control beliefs were surprising, given that only one 
significant difference between low and high intenders. Specifically, low intenders were more 
likely to consider that there being better waves outside the patrol flags was a factor which 
would prevent them from swimming between the flags (at a beach in the next 2 weeks) than 
high intenders. This finding (of only one significant difference) may suggest that normative 
and behavioural beliefs are more important motivators underpinning international visitors’ 
intentions to swim between the flags; and certainly the case for participants in the current 
sample.   Another possibility is that the barriers being measured were not appropriate for this 
sample.  For example, Ballantyne, Carr and Hughes, 2003 found that visitors from Southeast 
Asia and Pacific Islander nations dislike being in close proximity to scantily dressed 
swimmers, and therefore avoid swimming in crowded areas such as between the flags.  They 
also found that international visitors do not believe that beaches can be dangerous as they 
have little or no experience or knowledge regarding ocean swimming.  Finally, their findings 
show that international visitors choose to swim in unsafe areas as they seek activities that are 
adventurous or risky.  Wilkes, DeNardi and Wodarski, 2007 further identified that tourists 
perceive that swimming adjacent to a patrolled area offers them the same protection as if they 
were swimming between the flags.  These studies suggest that the control beliefs may need to 
be reassessed. The data represented in this paper was not originally collected for the purpose 
of assessing international tourist/visitor behaviour, but instead was part of larger data sample 
measuring swimming intentions/behaviours of residents and visitors on Queensland beaches.  
That is why in the initial elicitation study that informed the items used in this paper, a general 
sample of individuals was taken.  We believe future research would benefit from an in-depth 
elicitation of relevant beliefs specifically for international tourists.  
 
The initial study also aimed to measure both intention and actual behaviour and included a 
follow-up questionnaire to be completed 2 weeks after the initial survey.  However, only 31% 
of participants completed this, with only 11% indicating that they had actually swum at the 
beach during the previous fortnight.  The percentage of these that were international tourists 
and visitors was even smaller, compromising the validity of the sample.  Therefore, we 
decided to focus on intentions for the purpose of this paper.  Future research may replicate 
this study, including the follow-up questionnaire with a sample of international 
tourists/visitors only. 
Overall, this study has enhanced our current understanding of international tourists’ surf 
safety behaviour.  In particular, the findings support the importance of considering 
differences in the beliefs that motivate the behaviour of low and high intenders (to swim 
between the flags) to inform surf safety messages. Further research is needed to determine the 
beliefs and motivations that are specific to international tourists/visitors in order to devise 
future surf safety media campaigns specific to this high risk target group.   
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